
large brown-and-white
bundle of feathers crash-
landed on the verandah steps.

Within seconds there were three
more. Then, asifon cue, theafternoon
whistle from the Subiaco timber mill
boomed and reverberated across
town, heralding the home-coming of
my grandad and the feeding of th€
kookaburras.

In those days, lwas reluctantto get
too close to the birds. To me, they
were as big as our chooks and had an
enormous beak iust the right shape
and size to carve up a curious small
boy. Still, it was fun to place dobs of
mincemeat along the verandah rail
and watch as they hopped arkwardly
on stumpy legs and tiny feet to flick
thefood skilfully down theircavernous
throats.

Occasionally they would crack a
beaKul of meat on the rail in order to
further stun or tenderise what would
normally have been live prey.

The laughing kookabuna (Docelo
novaeguineae) of south-western
Australia is the largest member of the
kingfisher family. lt was introduced
into WA in 1897 from the eastern
states, and it now lives here successfully
in  woodlands,  open forests  and

54 ,u*"*re

\** ( y t

suburban areas which have adeouate
habitat and a food source.

Quite unlike other kingfishers, the
laughing kookaburra is a bold bird,
s€dentary in its habits, and occupying
the same territory the year round. As
its common name implies, it has an
extaordinary call. The sounds it makes
range from a few chuckles to a
pronounced koodooh, buI the main
song is a rollicking laugh, usually sung
in chorus.

Both sexes of  the laughing
kookaburra have similar plumage.
They have an off-white to buff head
and body, with a dark line through
the eye. The back is dark brown, the
wings brown with sky blue markings,
and the tail is barred with rich brown
and black leading to a white tip. The
beak is black above and horn below.

Laughing kookaburras form
permanent  pai rs  and nest  f rom
September to January in a flat-floored
cavity in a tree trunl! branch ortermite
mound. Two or three eggs are laid,
which hatch at different times about
24 days later. The young fledge in 36
days, and are then looked after and
fed for a further 8-13 weeks.

The family social
system of the laughing
kookaburras g reat ly
contributes to the low
death rate and low
birth rate of these
birds. Theyoung are

not forced to leave
their parents' territory on

reaching maturity, but stay
on in the subordinat€ role of

non-breeders (only the senior
pair breed). These 'auxiliaries',

as they are known, defend territorial
boundaries, rearand protect offspring,
and occupy areas thatwould otherwise
be taken over by breeders.

Al though reducing b reed in  g
potent ia l ,  the socia l  system of
kookaburras actually improves the
chances of  surv iva l  o f  a l l  fami ly
members.

JOHN HUNTER

DID YOU KNOW ?

o Laughing kookaburras can liue 20
gears if conditio$ are fauourable.
Theg 'laugh' to aduertbe their
territor! boundaries, thm uait to
hear the replies of neighbouring
groups,

. The! are not selectiue feeders; theg
preg on snakes, limrds, the odd
small bird and rodents, but liae
mainlq on insects. especiallg during
plagues, and other inue ebrates.

o Senior auxiliarg familg members
moue up to become breeders on the
death of a familg breeder, or they
moA go to newlA uacLnt positions
in a neighbouring group.

What a
Laugh !

Whoosh ... p/op.
Here they come

again, I thought, as a
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Will the honeg possum become a
secondarg aictim of dieback
diseose? See page 22.

Australia is a land of lizards - tough
competitors euolaing amid spinifex
and uildfires in the Great Victorio
Desert- Tum to page l0-

Straight and aigorow pines don't glou
bg accident. Years of research and
breeding hoae gone into producing the
perfect pine- See page 49.

l': A LAND OF LIZARDS
ERIC R PIANKA

WEBS OF THE FOREST
ALAN WALKER

POSSUM IN PERIL
GORDON FRIEND

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF GILES
STEVE HOPPER

SHE'LL BE RIGHT, MATE!
8OB COOPER AND DAVID GOUGH

KING LEOPOLD'S THEASURES
NOFM [4cKENZlE, KEVIN KENNEALLY. CHRIS DONE
AND TIM GRIFFIN

IN SEARCH OF THE PERFECT PINE
DAVID GOIJGH
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Each year more people seek
wildemess erperimces, but many are
unprepared for the difficulties they
might mcounter. Leam about the
basics of outback safety and bushcraft
on page 35.

Bolonists search for a eucalApt last
seen bU Giles in his eJcpedition across
WA deserts 115 Aears ago.
See page 28.

35

43

lN PERSPECT|VE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4

BUSH TELEGRAPH .. : . . . . . , . . , . . , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5

ENDANGERED SPECTAoLEDHARE-WALLABY,,, 48

r l
:

URBAN ANT|CS.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  s4

/n Published by Dr S Shea, Executive Di.ector
-l Deparlment ol Conseryation and Land Management,
W/ 50 Hayman Road, C0m0. Westem Auslrclia 6152.

ilan.ging Edltor: Ron Kawalilak
Editor: oavid couoh
Conl.ibuling Editors: Vema Costello, Tanyia Maned, Carolyn Thomson
Designercr Sue Marais, Saadra Mitchsll, Stacey Stickland
Finish.d.n: Sandra Mitchell
Advedising: Estelle de San Miquel n (09)389 8644 Far:389 8296
lllusllation: lan oickinson, Sandra Mitchell
Colour SspaElion by Prep@ss Services
Pdnled in w€stsm Austalia by Lamb Prinl

@|SSN0815-4465. Allmareialcopyright Nopanol$ecodentsolhepubtication
may bs.epoduced witDul he consent ol the pubtishets

PHOTO COlrPETITION .......................................+o

The tiny honeg possum ftarsipes
rostratus), sem in our coaer
illustration bU Philirya NikulinskA,
feeds almost exclusiuel! on nectar and
pollm. Houeuer, most of its
important food plants are threatmed
bg dieback disease caused bg the
Phytopthora fungr: The endangered
scarlet bankia /Banksia coccineal l3
one planl species used by lhe possums
that is highlg susceptible to the
diebock disease- See story on page 22.
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